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Tiger King: A Case Study in Environmental Media Representation and Effects
Ashley White

The relationship between the environmental issue of conservation and the effects of mass
media productions is worth exploring. Specifically, the following interrelated questions will be
addressed. The first question (Q1) concerns the medium of documentaries. Stylistically
speaking, does Tiger King perpetuate or disrupt existing models of documentary narrative and
cinematography? The second question (Q2), instead, addresses public perceptions. To what
extent did Tiger King affect the ways in which we view tiger farms, private zoos, and, overall,
private ownership of endangered animals? The method which will be used to answer these
questions is a critical viewing of the series which attempts to capture relevant narrative and
stylistic elements.

Big cats are no strangers to media attention. Whether it is nature documentaries,
Hollywood films, or child-friendly commercials, these animals have been in the public spotlight
endlessly. Despite this, tiger populations have dramatically fallen over the last century. Over
50% of their species has dropped over the past three generations. Of the over 100,000
recorded tigers at the beginning of the 20th century, a meager 2,500 mature breeding
individuals remain. These numbers are stark compared to the 5,000-7,000 recorded in the
1990s. Tigers were originally classified into nine subspecies. Three of these are extinct as of
2003 (the Javan, Caspian, and Bali tigers) while the South-China subspecies is believed to no
longer exist in the wild as of 2007 (meaning it is possibly extinct as well). Five subspecies
remain (the Bengal, Indochinese, Sumatran, Siberian, and Malayan) and, as of 2007, they are all
listed as endangered. The situation for the Malayan and Sumatran is particularly troubling, as
they are listed as critically endangered (Williamson, 2008, p. 7). Tigers today remain threatened
by elements such as expanding human populations (which causes conflict with the locals),
habitat loss and fragmentation, lack of prey, commercial poaching and trade, and, perhaps
most importantly, lack of law enforcement (p. 8).
Estimates report that there are approximately 5,000 tigers living in captivity in the United
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States. That being said, numbers vary between sources, and, overall, the exact number is
impossible to know. One thing is clear, however: there are more tigers living in captivity in the
U.S than tigers living free in the wild. Their captive population can be divided into four
categories: tigers in AZA-accredited zoos, tigers in animal sanctuaries, tigers held by USDA
permit holders, and tigers kept by private collectors (Williamson, 2008, p. 17). Of these 5000
tigers, only about 6% reside in zoos and other accredited facilities. The rest are under private
ownership under varying levels of state regulation (creating grounds for illegal activity, trade,
and breeding; “More Tigers in American Backyards”, 2014, para. 4). Since the endangerment of
this species, the US has implemented several legislative acts. Some of these include the
Endangered Species Act (ESA), the Animal Welfare Act (AWA), and the Captive Wildlife Safety
Act (CWSA; Williamson and Henry, 2008, p. 11-12). Despite this, the popular docu-series Tiger
King makes it clear that we are not doing enough.

In March of 2020, Netflix released the true-crime mini docu-series Tiger King: Murder,
Mayhem, and Madness. The documentary quickly became one of Netflix’s most successful
series. In its first 10 days, approximately 34.3 million users logged in to view the documentary.
It was the platform’s most successful series for two weeks straight, scoring 92% on Rotten
Tomatoes and holding an 88% audience score (Clark, 2020). The reason for its success is still
unknown. This documentary, with its cast of unlikeable characters, is the opposite of a feelgood show. Some believe it benefitted from a “perfect storm”. Since it was released when stayat-home mandates in 2020 were at their prime during the COVID-19 pandemic, many found
themselves cocooned at home with a Netflix subscription and not much else to do. According
to Dan Fienberg of The Hollywood Reporter, “'Tiger King' is a series that viewers, especially
quarantined viewers who might be feeling a little caged themselves, will tear into” (para. 6).

Tiger King focuses on individuals involved, in some form or capacity, with exotic animals. The
series mainly follows the antagonistic relationship between Joseph Maldonado-Passage, who
otherwise goes by “Joe Exotic”, and animal rights activist Carol Baskin. The show also features
other eccentric characters. These include “Doc Antle” (Mahamayavi Bhagavan Antle), the
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owner of a private zoo in South Carolina. Throughout the documentary, he provides his
perspective on the events that took place between Exotic and Baskin. Kelci "Saff" Saffery, a staff
member at Exotic’s zoo, is best known for nearly getting her arm ripped off by one of the tigers,
an injury that resulted in amputation. While Jeff Lowe is the man who eventually goes on to
become Exotic’s mentor and take over his zoo (Tiger King).

Joe Exotic, in the meantime, is a unique character himself. A gay, polyamorous tigerloving gun-shooting conservative only partially conveys the essence of the self-proclaimed
“Tiger King”. He is the former owner of G.W. Zoo, an animal park featuring exotic animals. The
main attraction, however, is his tigers. In episode one, he mentions that over the course of 16
years, he had managed to obtain 227 tigers. Carol Baskin, on the other hand, owns an animal
sanctuary in Florida and is an extravagant advocate against animal captivity. Her passion for
animals started young, and she now wears and decorates her home with anything tiger or
leopard print. She criticizes private zoos for their exploitation and harm to animals. Her
advocacy became particularly intense against Joe Exotic and his zoo. Thus, a fierce rivalry is
born. With the help of her followers, Baskin stages protests and boycotts against events in
which the controversial Tiger King is involved. Exotic, on the other hand, produces scandalous
podcasts and videos depicting himself performing violent acts and threatening Baskin. In one
instance, he records a video shooting and blowing up a mannequin he had given her name
(Tiger King). Viewers are shown their escalating rivalry through the years. The series ultimately
ends with Exotic being sentenced to 22 years in prison after a failed murder-for-hire against
Baskin (Kacala, 2020). The series is riddled with complicated (and controversial) plot points and
side stories including rivalries, suicide, death, and violence, to name a few. Immediately,
viewers find that what was meant to be a show about tigers instead seems to push them to the
sidelines. Their fate is inconsequential when compared to the shocking set of characters and
events. Thus, we must ask ourselves if this was ever meant to be a show about tigers at all.

The production of nature documentaries fits within an industry driven by money. As
such, the framing of such films is typically driven by profit and ratings. In other words, there is a
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need to “seek to produce the affects perceived to guarantee viewer numbers on commercial
networks” (Sullivan, 2016, p. 753). The “Money Shot” is a cinematographic tendency
toward extreme imagery with the intention of capturing the audience’s attention with the
unsettling side effect of de-emphasizing relationships with the very nature they seek to portray
(p. 750). It is “the image or sequence of images that will generate the heart-stopping moment...
with rarity, sensational behavior, and otherwise un(fore)seen views and activities” (p. 754). In
emphasizing this spectacular, “real” nature, however, nature documentaries shift reality
elsewhere, to a remote and inaccessible location severing the connections between people and
nature. This issue is further worsened by nature documentaries’ need to seek viewer approval,
resulting in an ever-escalating creation of the “money shot”. Arguably, this tendency can be
observed in Tiger King as well. Throughout the seven-episode-long series, the portrayal of
tigers fits the following two “money shot” categories: “Violent Creatures” and “Objects for
Entertainment Purposes”.

Tigers are portrayed as “violent” throughout the series. This is especially true in the first two
episodes when we are becoming acquainted with Joe Exotic and the G.W. Zoo. The selfproclaimed “Tiger King” is often seen interacting with tigers both in and out of their cage. In
these instances, the tigers demonstrate an aggressive attitude. This takes place in the form of
growling as well as attempting to attack Exotic and his staff. These moments demand that
Exotic, representing all men, must exert his dominion over his tigers, who become
representative of the natural landscape as a whole. The theme of man dominating nature is
common in nature documentaries featuring the “money shot”. According to Sullivan,
“excitement and arousal [are generated] by “taming” and eroticizing nature, emphasizing
power over, rather than mutuality with, natures-beyond-human” (2016, p. 754). Ironically, this
taming of nature appears to contradict claims by Joe Exotic in which he expressed that he
shared “strong emotional bonds” with his animals.

Beyond this, the representation of captive tigers as aggressive serves to block empathetic
connections. This becomes emblematic in episode one when staff member “Saff” is involved in
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an incident in which she is attacked by a tiger. After being transported to a hospital, she was
informed that she could either face years of reconstructive surgery on the injured arm or
amputate it. She chose the latter (Tiger King). Despite taking place years prior to the
documentary, footage from the incident is presented in the series along with news reports and
interviews from the time of the attack. The focus becomes one on how animals, in this case
tigers, can switch between a docile demeanor and one of pure chaos. The result becomes one
that distances viewers from the animals they are meant to emphasize with in the first place.

Tiger representation within the docu-series can also be categorized as one in which they
are “Objects for Entertainment Purposes”. This takes place in different forms, including: Tigers
as a visual commodity, tigers as sexual creatures, and tigers as boosting status and/or ego.
Within Tiger King, the portrayal of tigers as objectual commodities can be observed in various
ways. First, many of the interviews featured Joe Exotic (or other characters such as Doc Antle
and Jeff Lowe), holding tiger cubs or standing in front of a cage (Tiger King). In these instances,
the captive tigers become objects to simply gaze upon, satisfying viewer desire for visual
consumption. Tigers also become objectified in the series’ discussion of cub breeding and cub
petting. This portrayal becomes problematic as the documentary fails to adequately address
these issues. Tigers are also portrayed in a sexualized manner. This is found when viewers are
introduced to Doc Antle and his zoo in South Carolina. There, female employees are scantily
dressed and paired with the tigers, associating sex with exotic animals. Joe Exotic makes this
connection explicit, referring to one of his animals as his “sexy tiger”. This eroticizing of wildlife
even goes as far as the “Tiger Selfie”, a phenomenon explored in the documentary. The “Tiger
Selfie” entails a photograph of an individual with a tiger, whether that be a cub one has paid to
visit at a private zoo or a poached one from a hunting trip. This style of photography has been
observed on dating apps such as Tinder and OkCupid. It is problematic as tiger selfies
essentially involve an animal being “caged, dominated, and tied down or drugged” (Bonos,
2017, para. 3). Finally, the possession and utilization of tigers is portrayed as boosting status
and/or ego. When the documentary begins, one of the first things that Joe Exotic mentions is
the number of tigers he owns. His relationship with these animals is all-encompassing, as tigers
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are present in every aspect of his life and social persona. From calling himself the “Tiger King”,
to featuring tigers in his charity foundation events and his music videos, Joe Exotic’s identity is
intimately tied to wild animals. So is the case for Jeff Lowe. Exotic, a paranoid man by nature,
becomes more at ease with his mentor after learning that Lowe is not only a man with a certain
(supposed) financial influence, but one who uses his power to stage extravagant parties with
tigers. As Baskin herself says, “It’s all about ‘look at me doing this or doing that with a tiger’, it’s
all about elevating their status” (Tiger King).

Documentaries focusing on nature and wildlife often lack narratives aimed at spurring
positive change. As mentioned above, nature documentaries are often geared toward ratings
and profit (Sullivan, 2016). As such, filmmakers often employ a neutral stance, one devoid of
evaluative judgment or critique for the subject they portray. Major networks, therefore, tend to
avoid ‘controversial’ topics or those which could turn viewers away. Preference, overall, is
afforded to potential profit over positive environmental messaging. Although this trend is
shifting (Blackfish, which will be discussed below, is an example of this), it appears that Tiger
King is not making any radical changes to this framework. The docu-series is initially framed as
if for the benefit of tigers. It opens with news reports and statistics about the number of
captive tigers in the US compared to free ones in the wild. The viewers, to an extent, are led to
believe that they are about to view a series focused on the plight of captive tigers. One which
will address questions such as why there are so many tigers in the U.S. and why this is such a
big deal. Instead, as quickly as tigers are mentioned, they are dismissed in favor of the
outrageous antics of Joe Exotic. From this point onwards, the documentary only makes subtle
inferential judgments about his activities and his ownership of tigers.

One such case in which a neutral stance can be observed is in the series’ discussion of
cub breeding and cub petting. Cub breeding is a dangerous activity that many private zoos
partake in. This includes G.W. Zoo, where Joe Exotic reveals that a tiger cub can be sold for over
$2,000. Exotic’s first husband, furthermore, reveals that during his time at the zoo, he helped
sell and drive tiger cubs in at least 38 states. When Exotic began facing financial troubles, he
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reportedly claimed he would just sell “a bunch of tigers” (Brulliard, 2019, para. 7). Cub petting,
on the other hand, is criticized because of its harm to tigers for several reasons. First, as a
practice, it is only profitable for a short period of time. Although cub petting is not illegal, the
U.S Agriculture Department only allows it for tiger cubs between 4 to 12 weeks (para. 13).
Arguably, this incentivizes zoos to continue breeding cubs which, after having outgrown their
value, can be sold for as high as $5,000 (para. 15). Furthermore, cub petting itself is a very
stressful activity for neonatal tigers. Ripped away from their mothers, the cubs find themselves
surrounded by dozens of potential predators while being passed around like objects. Camera
flashes, loud noises, and this intense activity frighten the animals. All in the name of
entertainment. Cub petting has been known to result in injury to both the tigers and the people
who attempt to pet them. Furthermore, the cubs likely receive an inadequate diet and
veterinary care (Bender, 2020, para. 16). Joe Exotic and Doc Antle defend this practice by citing
its potential educational value. Exotic believes that, by allowing the public to personally interact
with tigers, he will be able to capture their attention and direct it towards saving the rainforest.
Doc Antle, on the other hand, is more honest about his intentions. By offering close-up
experiences, he believes, the public will end up “Opening their hearts and their wallets for us to
do our conservation work” (Tiger King). The financial motive is clear. Although Tiger King
certainly does not portray the intentions of Joe Exotic and Doc Antle as trustworthy, it still does
little to educate the public about the issue of cub breeding and petting. The only dissenting
voice is that of Carol Baskin. However, her portrayal as a potentially murderous woman does
little to engage the audience in her activism. According to Bender, “Tiger King missed a clear
opportunity to highlight the real tragedy here which is the careless handling and disposal of
tiger cubs by the likes of Joe Exotic” (2020, para. 12). Overall, due to the documentary’s neutral
stance, it lacks a substantial “call to action” that could have been beneficial for tigers.

The framing of the docu-series plays a key role in the documentary’s narrative. Framing
involves the processes of selection and elevation to salience of some aspects of reality while
others are omitted (Entman, 2007, p. 52). Reviewing Tiger King allowed the identification of
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three primary frames: the humanization of Joe Exotic, the corruption of Carol Baskin, and the
hostility of tigers.

The first frame, that of the humanization of Joe Exotic, is particularly intense in the first two
episodes of the series. As a frame, it gradually fades away through the series, becoming thinner
over episodes 4-5 and almost nonexistent in the last two episodes (Tiger King). In what might
be considered an attempt to explore the psyche of Joe Exotic, two fundamental moments in his
life are explored. First, he addresses his gay identity and his coming out. This moment in his life
led to familial disapproval and a failed suicide attempt. After this, he moved to Florida, where a
friend worked at a safari park and occasionally brought home lion cubs. This, according to
Exotic is when his passion for animals began. The second humanizing story is that of the loss of
his brother. After his brother passed away because of a drunk driving incident, Exotic went on
to found G.W. Zoo in his honor. In framing Joe Exotic through a humanizing lens, the
documentary justifies (or, at least, rationalizes) his actions. What is an otherwise unlikeable
character earns, if not temporarily, our sympathy. Tiger King elevates these episodes to
salience while omitting the full extent of Exotic’s abuse towards the animals he claims to care
for. This framing becomes somewhat inverted by the end of the series, as Exotic’s paranoia
takes over and he becomes increasingly erratic. By the end of the series, viewers can not help
but scoff when he complains about being locked up in a cage.

The second frame, that of the corruption of Carol Baskin, is revealed in episode three.
This episode focuses on the disappearance of Jack Donald Lewis, Baskin’s second husband. The
series heavily speculates that the animal advocate played a nefarious role in Lewis’
disappearance. Exotic and Antle, of course, eagerly echo baseless claims that she fed him to her
tigers (Tiger King). This side plot serves to discredit Baskin’s image and her advocacy work. The
latter is particularly important. As the main voice opposing animal exploitation, this framing
becomes detrimental not only to Baskin but to the animals she seeks to protect. The fact that,
of all characters, the filmmakers decided to dedicate an episode to a conspiracy theory with
little relevance to tigers is troubling. For the rest of the series, Baskin is framed as an unreliable
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character. Although her intentions may be pure, the looming ideation of this woman as a
murderer prevails. The conspiracy is, therefore, elevated to salience while her advocacy work is
pushed to the sidelines.

Finally, the hostility of tigers is yet another frame within the documentary. The exotic animal is
almost constantly framed as an aggressive beast. Unsurprisingly, the infamous incident
involving “Saff” was central in the earlier part of the series. Furthermore, continuous references
are made to incidents in which wild animals, particularly tigers, escaped their enclosures and
caused havoc. An example of this is the reference to the escape of 50 exotic animals in
Zanesville, Ohio. The animals were privately owned by a man who, one day, decided to set
them loose. Of the 50 animals, 18 were tigers. The documentary explores the chaos that
ensued after the animals escaped, which resulted in the confirmed death of 47 animals and the
supposed one of the last three. Although the incident is framed as one of human negligence, it
also stresses the danger these animals pose to the public in an unsympathetic tone. To some
extent, however, tigers are also given an empathetic frame. Compassion is invoked, for
example, when viewers learn that Joe Exotic struggles to feed his animals, resorting to roadkill
just to get by (Tiger King). This representation as victims, however, is only subtly conveyed. It
becomes especially problematic as the plight of the tiger is conveyed as a necessary sacrifice. In
this sense, we can speak of a “sacrificial species”. Tigers, and especially tiger cubs, must suffer
so that people may derive entertainment value, selfies, objectual gratification, and financial
gain. Despite this, with no one else to identify with, it seems that the only characters viewers
are meant to empathize with are the tigers.

Given the popularity of Tiger King, public perception can be investigated to determine whether
viewing the series has the potential for a “Tiger King Effect”. The “Tiger King Effect” can be
defined as “an observable cultural change, in which consumption of the Tiger King series
leads to shifts in public perception of how captive big cats are to be managed” (Bennett and
Johnson, 2021, p. 126). Such a shift has the potential for agencies involved with big cats to
“adapt their operations to meet public expectations” and government agencies to change
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legislation regarding big cat ownership (p. 126). Given the novelty of the docu-series, a
complete “Tiger King Effect” is not yet entirely observable. What can be questioned, however,
is public perception, media response, and legislative change.

Public perception shows that viewers had a mostly positive response after viewing the series.
Most expressed positive sentiments (31%), some were ambiguous (27%), while others
expressed negative opinions (13%). These sentiments, however, often pertain to the shocking
and eccentric events displayed on screen (p. 132). Media response, instead, shows that most
news articles centered around discussions of the characters (94%). Of these articles, about half
(45%) discuss character relationships with the animals portrayed (p. 133). Finally, legislation
that has been enacted since the airing of the show includes the Big Cat Safety Act. Introduced
in early 2019 to the U.S. House of Representatives, the act only gained traction after the
premiere of the infamous docu-series. It eventually passed in December of 2020. The act serves
to limit private ownership of big cats in the U.S., such as the tigers portrayed on Tiger King. It
will also prevent private zoos from being able to allow physical contact between the public and
animals, such as cub petting (p. 137). While the passing of this piece of legislation can not be
solely attributed to Tiger King, it is possible to speculate that this series renewed interest in the
bill. Other changes that have been brought about since the airing of the series include the
removal of Joe Exotic’s tigers from the G.W. Zoo to an animal sanctuary in Colorado (Mitchell,
2021, para. 8).

The extent to which Tiger King influenced interest in tiger captivity in the U.S. may be
comparable to the documentary Blackfish. The 2013 documentary tells the story of Tilikum, a
captive orca kept at Florida’s SeaWorld Theme Park. In February of 2010, Tilikum dragged
animal trainer Dawn Brancheau underwater, resulting in her death. The documentary attempts
to explain how such an event might have taken place, sparking intense criticism against
SeaWorld for its practices of animal captivity (Brammer, 2015, p. 73). Blackfish has become
emblematic because of its ability to spur public interest and promote positive environmental
change. According to Boissat and Veríssimo, nature documentaries may create emotional
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bonds capable of prompting environmentally friendly behaviors and improving
knowledgeability. They have also been related to enhancing pro-environmental behavior.
(2021, para. 2). Blackfish’s framing appears to adopt a cinematographic narrative style opposite
to that employed in 2020’s TigerKing. The first opens with the tragic news report of Dawn
Brancheau’s death at the hands (or fins) of Tilikum. The orca, therefore, is portrayed as both
the “protagonist and antagonist of the documentary, presented as a sympathetic character
despite having been involved in three human fatalities” ( para. 6). The documentary then
transitions to the issue of orca captivity. It portrays the animals, first and foremost Tilikum, as
victims of their circumstances and not as chaotic and untamable wildlife. Tiger King, on the
other hand, opens with a misleading introduction. It begins by showing clips from news reports
on the endangerment of tigers and their captivity in the U.S. It then, however, shifts to the
main protagonist and antagonist of the documentary, Joe Exotic. From this point onwards, the
exotic wildlife that initially captured the viewer’s attention is pushed to the side. As Bennett
and Johnson claim, “Blackfish strictly focused on the animal welfare issue (i.e., the animal’s
perspective), while Tiger King focused on the human characters” (i.e., followed the human
narratives; 2021, p. 126). Therefore although both documentaries prompted considerable
social media response, the “Tiger King Effect” may not be as powerful as the “Blackfish Effect”
because of their differences in framing.

Given the points explored above, it is possible to answer Q1 (Does Tiger King perpetuate
or disrupt existing models of documentary narrative and cinematography?). The docu-series
employs money-shots in the form of violence and objectification. Money-shots have long been
a traditional element in films depicting nature. Therefore, Tiger King does not disrupt this
cinematographic model. Furthermore, the series employs the use of a neutral stance, one with
no explicit form of judgment or critique towards any of the human characters or their
behaviors. In this, the documentary glosses over the opportunity to shed light on issues
prominently displayed on the show. It lacks a significant “call to action”. Given the underlying
financial motivation, conventional nature documentaries typically stray from providing
opinionated perspectives. As such, again Tiger King does not appear to be disruptive. Finally,
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the docu-series presents frames that depict Joe Exotic in a somewhat positive light, while Carol
Baskin and the tigers are given more of a negative characterization. These frames, although
conveying inferential judgment, do little to improve the situation of the tigers. In this, again,
Tiger King does not appear to be making disruptive pushes toward environmental change.

Given the above-mentioned changes and effects in public perception, it also becomes
possible to provide an answer to Q2 (To what extent did Tiger King affect the ways in which we
view tiger farms, private zoos, and, overall, private ownership of endangered animals?).
Although it may be too soon to talk about a definite “Tiger King Effect”, changes in public
perception, media response, and legislation indicate that we may be heading in a positive
direction. Of particular interest is the timing of the passing of the Big Cat Safety Act, which is
speculated to have gained traction since the airing of the documentary. A “Tiger King Effect”,
however, may be hindered by the set of narrative, cinematographic, and framing tactics
employed in the series. Differences between Tiger King’s emphasis on human-centered
perspectives and Blackfish’s animal-centered perspectives provide insight into public response.
Overall, this can be summed up by affirming that Tiger King has, to an extent, changed the way
we understand tiger captivity in the U.S.
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